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Abstract 
 
Practical “education reform” in school districts across the county has focused on the 
system of education comprised of education leaders, teachers, parents and the students. While the 
system appears to be full of activity called reform, progress has been slow or non-existent in 
increasing success. This study examines education reform activities within a larger school 
district in Northern Minnesota by surveying elementary classroom teachers on what they believe 
are those factors influencing student achievement.   
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This research paper examined student achievement in the context of education reforms.  National 
test results show achievement gaps narrowing for the historically examined demographics of 
ethnicity and gender.  However, the evidence shows an emerging achievement gap of affluent 
versus poor. Given that current reforms have influenced the results reported, this paper examines 
whether it is effective to continue on with current initiatives without addressing the effects of 
poverty. 
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Chapter One 
Introduction 
        “What the best and wisest parent wants for his own child, that must be the community want 
for all of its children.  Any other ideal for our schools is narrow and unlovely; acted upon, it 
destroys our democracy.”  (John Dewey Project on Progressive Education, 2006).  These words, 
spoken by education pioneer, John Dewey over 100 years ago still ring true today. We 
acknowledge that as parents, we want the absolute best for our children. But it goes further than 
that by challenging our community, our nation to approach all children’s education with the 
tender care of a wise and good parent.  To do otherwise is ‘narrow and unlovely.’   
Purpose of the study 
 The rallying cry around education reform for the last decade or so is that inspired, 
quality teachers can improve educational achievement, and with competition and accountability 
our schools will improve. This study examines education reform activities within a larger school 
district in Northern Minnesota by surveying elementary classroom teachers on what they believe 
are those factors influencing student achievement.  The study also examines the potential 
variance of teacher opinions based on the specific socio-economic factors of schools within the 
examined school district as well as the number of years the respondents have been teaching.   
The results are framed in the larger context of examination of education reform in terms 
of current ideology within the reality of poverty.  While many people currently claim “fixing” 
our public education system will lead to eradicating poverty in our country, education experts 
disagree on the most effective methods that should be followed.   
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Background 
Practical “education reform” in school districts across the county has focused on the 
system of education comprised of education leaders, teachers, parents and the students. While the 
system appears to be full of activity called reform, progress has been slow or non-existent in 
increasing success.  Much of this activity focuses on the school factor of the equation – not 
enough testing, poor teacher performance, ineffective curriculum or programs, not enough 
technology etc.  But if all learning is a process that takes place both inside and outside of school, 
the focus must broaden.  “Inadequacies in any arena of life – the school, the home, or the 
community – can contribute to academic failure when not compensated for in another arena” 
(Bybee, 2010).  There is evidence that poverty is a leading factor in student performance. 
Consider the stark reality that many of our students, overall, and the majority of those 
raised by a single parent, live in poverty.  The homeless student population is growing.   Children 
live in unsafe situations and oftentimes come to school without having breakfast or even supper 
the previous night.  They are not dressed appropriately or had their basic hygiene needs met.  
They could be suffering from undiagnosed learning disabilities or mental health issues and 
untreated medical conditions. 
The statistics associated with children in poverty are startling.  Among the world’s 35 
wealthiest countries according to the United Nations Children’s Fund, the United States is 
second only to Romania in child poverty rates.   Last summer, the U.S. Department of Education 
released data related to poverty in its Condition of Education report.  According to the report, the 
number of children living in poverty has increased by 4% since 1990 to over one in five; with 
10.9 million school-age children coming from families living in poverty (Aud, 2013). 
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           The socio-economic health of schools has been changing as well, with one in five schools 
in the U.S.  considered in high poverty.  There has also been a dramatic shift towards more 
students attending schools listed as high poverty and away from schools considered low in 
poverty.  In 1999, only 12% of all students attended a school considered as high poverty; with 
45% of all students attending schools marked as low poverty.  By 2011, those numbers shifted to 
20% of all students attending a high poverty school and 25% of students attending a school 
considered as low poverty (Aud, 2013).  In other words, more students are living in poverty and 
attending schools that are less balanced socio-economically than in prior years.  
The fact is poverty is affecting more and more students. But how much of the discussion 
on education reform is centered on meeting our students’- our children’s basic needs? What if 
there was a change in the conversation? What if the focus changed from test scores to student 
well-being? 
In the education community, “closing” achievement gaps is considered to be one of the 
top priorities in education reform.  As more data is accumulated on student performance through 
national standardized testing and longitudinal studies, it is becoming easier to expose and 
identify achievement gaps beyond the historically expressed gaps between male and female; 
white and black; white and Hispanic; as well as regional information such as state by state 
comparisons (Aud, 2013).  This growing body of evidence has allowed researchers and 
education experts to raise awareness of a growing achievement gap which is based on the 
disparity between rich and poor.   
Children in poverty are being left behind.  Sean Reardon, a professor at Stanford 
University stated, “We have moved from a society in the 1950’s and 1960’s in which race was 
more consequential than family income to the reality of today which is, family income is the 
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dominant factor” (Reardon, 2011). His research has found the gap in standardized tests between 
the affluent and poor had grown by 40% since 1960 and is now double the testing gap between 
black and white students (Reardon, 2011). 
 Thirty years ago “A Nation at Risk” (U.S. Department of Education, 1983) was 
published. This thirty-six page report was sponsored by the U.S. Department of Education to 
examine the quality of education in the United States.  “Our nation is at risk” the report began 
and continued to offer the grim evidence supporting the claim.  SAT scores were declining 
annually since 1963; 13% of all 17 year olds were functionally illiterate; the country’s youth 
were not competitive with those in other countries; teachers were poorly trained and leaving the 
profession at a high rate; the curriculum was not standardized; and the list went on and on. The 
report called for ‘a new public commitment to excellence and education reform anchored in 
higher expectations for all students.’ (U.S. Department of Education, 1983) 
In January 2002, the next wave of education reform began when No Child Left Behind 
(NCLB) was signed into law.  President George W. Bush described it as a landmark piece of 
civil rights legislation because of the potential to close the achievement gap between whites and 
minorities. NCLB is based on the premise that setting high standards with reachable goals, and 
providing further financial support when those goals are achieved, would improve score 
outcomes. With an emphasis on math and reading, NCLB promised to bring all schools into 
alignment to reach 100% proficiency in these subjects—by the year 2014. Schools are assessed 
in order to receive federal school funding based on average performance.  If a school performs 
well, it will get additional funds (Education Week, 2011). 
Assumptions 
The vast majority of my 31 years of teaching in our public schools has been working with 
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students living in low income homes or poverty.  On my first day on the job, my principal 
handed me a recently published book entitled “A Nation at Risk.”  He passed it on as yet another 
reform initiative from downtown.  He also mentioned that my college loans would be forgiven 
due to working with “disadvantaged children at our school.”  He explained that there was an 
effort underway to attract new teachers to schools in low socio-economic areas. It was a way to 
lure new teachers to schools where veteran teachers would rarely take positions because of 
“difficult teaching duties.”   
It was the beginning of an entire teaching career pursued in the shadow of the “national 
education crisis” against the back drop of poverty.  The informal research for this thesis comes 
from three decades of exposure to education reform within the context of poverty.  For me, 
poverty hasn’t simply been about data and evidence; it’s been seen in the faces and experienced 
through the stories of my students. 
Definitions 
 Achievement gaps occur when one group of students outperform another group and the 
difference in average scores for the two groups is statistically significant, that is, larger 
than the margin of error (U.S. Department of Education, 2013).  
 Common Core State Standards Initiative is a state-led effort that established a single set 
of clear educational standards for kindergarten through 12th grade in English language 
arts and mathematics that states voluntarily adopt. The standards are designed to ensure 
that students graduating from high school are prepared to enter credit bearing entry 
courses in two or four year college programs or enter the workforce” (Common Core 
State Standards Initiative, 2014). 
 Double Segregation “Segregation by both race/ethnicity and poverty” (Orfield, 2012). 
 Education Reform is something that has been evolving for many years, and it is a way in 
which to make education better for everyone regardless of economic status, race, sex, or 
age (What is Education Reform, 20114). 
 Poverty as defined by the Federal Government uses a set of money income thresholds 
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that vary by family size and composition to determine who is in poverty. If a family's 
total income is less than the family's threshold, then that family and every individual in it 
is considered in poverty.  (Federal Poverty Level, 2014).  
 
Summary 
 So, where are we thirty years after “A Nation at Risk” made the startling claim, “If an 
unfriendly foreign power had attempted to impose on America the mediocre educational 
performance that exists today, we might well have viewed it as an act of war?” (U.S. Department 
of Education, 1983).  Has progress been made by meeting the challenges and reforms laid out in 
the report?  
The landscape of reform in this country centers around concepts such as teacher 
accountability; assessments; standardized core curriculum; racing to the top; charter schools and 
vouchers; breaking up the powerful teacher unions and on and on. It goes without saying that 
today there are so many voices assigning blame and espousing opinions and theories, that the 
education community and our nation may have lost sight of whom is the center of all this 
passionate fighting.  How would John Dewey view all this in the context of his challenge to 
approach all children’s education with the tender care of a wise and good parent 
 
 
Chapter Two 
Literature Review 
 Most of the education reform movement in our country professes increasing student 
achievement as the most important issue we face in public education today.  Others believe that a 
good education is an effective means for overcoming poverty.  While these views are also shared 
by some civil rights leaders, studies over the past five decades indicate poverty is an obstacle to 
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our country’s success and security.  Disagreement then over what needs to be addressed first has 
arisen – does educational achievement fix poverty or does poverty need to be fixed before 
students can achieve? 
 This literature review examined the effectiveness of education reform on raising student 
test scores as context for assessing an effective path forward and then presented data on student 
achievement through the lens of poverty.  Finally, current opposing ideologies of two leading 
educators were outlined to highlight the differences in their approach to reform. 
National Trends in Student Achievement 
Since the 1970’s the U.S. Department of Education has been tracking student 
performance and publishing the results by the National Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP) as the ‘Nation’s Report Card’ (U.S. Department of Education, 2013).  Long term trends 
are available in reading and mathematics based on the performance of a nationally representative 
sample of 9-, 13-, and 17-year olds attending public and private schools. Over 17,000 students 
for each age are assessed in either reading or mathematics. The data shows average test scores 
have been rising since 1992 with gains in reading and math for 9- and 13- year olds, and score 
remaining the same for 17-year olds. There is no evidence in this set of data that average test 
scores have declined over the last two decades for any age as shown in Tables 1.1 and 1.2 below. 
Table 1.1 – Trend in NAEP Reading Average Scores 
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Table 1.2 – Trend in NAEP Math Average Scores 
 
 
Table 1.1 and 1.2 Source: Data from http://nationsreportcard.gov/data_tools.aspx; Long-term 
trend assessments data tools – selected data. 
In addition to overall student achievement, the NAEP tracks test scores using socio-
economic data such as student ethnicity. This long-term assessment data is available to track 
results centered on progress in closing ‘achievement gaps’.  According to the NAEP, 
“achievement gaps occur when one group of students outperforms another group and the 
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difference in average scores for the two groups is statistically significant - that is, larger than the 
margin of error” (U.S. Department of Education, 2013). 
The NAEP tracks and reports on the Hispanic-White achievement gap and the Black-
White achievement gap using average scores in mathematics and reading for these groups. So, 
once again, we can ask what does the data show to inform our progress in narrowing these gaps? 
There is no evidence in this set of data that average test scores have declined over the last two 
decades for any ethnicity and the achievement gap has been narrowed for both Black and 
Hispanic students as shown in Tables 2.1 and 2.2 below. 
Table 2.1 – Comparison in NAEP Reading Average Scores by Age and Ethnicity 
Reading       Average Scores Change     Achievement Gap Change 
  
1992 2012 
 
1992 2012 
 9-year olds White 224 232 8 
   
 
Black 192 206 14 32 26 -6 
 
Hispanic 197 207 10 27 25 -2 
13-year olds White 267 276 9 
   
 
Black 237 250 13 30 26 -4 
 
Hispanic 241 256 15 26 20 -6 
 
Comparison of average reading scores over the past two decades shows all ethnicities 
posting gains with white students showing the least progress. There is also a narrowing of the  
achievement gap for both black and Hispanic students with black students posting the most 
progress.   
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Table 2.2 – Comparison in NAEP Math Average Scores by Age and Ethnicity 
Math Average Scores Change Achievement Gap Change 
  1992 2013   1992 2013   
9-year olds White 227 250 23       
  Black 193 224 31 34 26 -8 
  Hispanic 202 231 29 25 19 -6 
13-year olds White 277 294 17       
  Black 237 263 26 40 31 -9 
  Hispanic 249 272 23 28 22 -6 
 
Table 2.1 and 2.2 Source: Data from http://nationsreportcard.gov/data_tools.aspx; Long-term 
trend assessments data tools – selected data. 
Improvement in math scores exceeded the gains in reading for all student groups.  Once 
again, white students posted the lowest gains, while black students posted the highest change in 
average scores over the past two decades.  The achievement gap narrowed for both blacks and 
Hispanic students. 
Taken together, the results in student achievement as reported by the NAEP for 2012, 
show gains in scores overall and in all ethnicity groups. The achievement gap for blacks and 
Hispanic students is also narrowing. It appears, if not stellar, at least it is progressing in the right 
direction (U.S. Department of Education, 2013). 
Achievement through the Lens of Poverty 
In November of last year, the Huffington Post reported test score results from the 
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) under the headline “National Test Scores 
Show Slight Math, Reading Increases for American Students.”   U.S. Secretary of Education 
Arne Duncan was quoted as saying the results were “absolutely encouraging.  We’re not seeing 
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yet the transformational change nationwide, but we are seeing meaningful but generally modest 
progress” (Resmovits, 2013). 
On surface, the test results seemed positive, encouraging, and moving in the right 
direction.  A week later, the Huffington Post ran another column “How Poverty Impacts 
Students’ Test Scores, in 4 Graphs.” Using the data from the same NAEP test scores, the results 
were graphed along the lines of “social class” as defined by eligibility for free or reduced lunch 
(Huffington Post, 2013). 
This breakdown painted quite a different picture.  Overall, students who were not eligible 
for free or reduced lunch scored significantly better than the students eligible for free or reduced 
lunch.  Ninety-two percent of 9-year olds in a higher economic class were at or above basic 
comprehension in Math; with 82% at or above in Reading. For 9-year olds eligible for free or 
reduced lunch, the numbers were 72% and 52% respectively or 20% less in Math and 30% less 
in Reading. For 13-year old students, the results were similar with differences of 25% less in 
Math and 20% less in Reading (Huffington Post, 2013). 
The article concluded by stating that the graphs “unsurprisingly indicate that poverty is 
bad for learning” and if we want real improvement in test scores, “lifting vulnerable learners out 
of poverty would be one way of doing so” (Huffington Post, 2013).   The Huffington Post article 
highlighted the real achievement gap in education – it is the growing gap between rich and poor.  
A report published by the Education Testing Service (ETS, 2013) called “Poverty and 
Education: Finding the Way Forward” states the achievement gap between the poor and the non-
poor is twice as large as the achievement gap between black and white students. It concludes that 
education as the great equalizer has been more “myth than reality.” Much of the education 
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system reforms are centered on “test-based” accountability systems for both students and 
teachers.  The report contends that the focus should be on strategies that reduce the influence of 
poverty on student success which will ultimately close the income-related achievement gap 
(Coley, 2013). 
A recent report of poverty data was released by the Children’s Defense Fund called 
“Child Poverty in America 2012; National Analysis.”  Using data from the United State Census 
Bureau, the report presented sobering facts about our nation’s children.  Child poverty remained 
at record highs in America with one in five children living in poverty.  Children remain the 
poorest age group in the county and the numbers are growing.  Poverty rates in 2007 were 21% 
lower than the figures reported after the Great Recession of 2008 and 2009.  Children in the U.S. 
living in poverty, which is defined as annual income below $23,492 for a family of four, 
numbers over 16 million.  Even worse, one in ten children live in “extreme poverty’ which is 
based on an annual income of less than half of the poverty rate. Among the world’s 35 wealthiest 
countries, the United States is second only to Romania in child poverty rates (Childrens Defense 
Fund, 2013). 
We know poverty rates are high and growing.  Poverty is also concentrating. According 
to the U.S. Department of Education, one in five public schools is considered high in poverty – 
up from one in eight in 2000. Minority students disproportionately attend schools segregated by 
race and income.  Seventy-four percent of black students and 80% of Hispanics attend schools 
that have a student body comprised of 50-100% minority students.  Thirty-eight percent of black 
students and 43% of Hispanic students attend schools that have a student body comprised of 90 
to 100% minority students (Aud, 2013). 
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 Many education scholars and reformers have turned their attention to the issue of 
poverty.  If reform in education in part addresses ‘closing’ achievement gaps, the growing gap 
between the rich and poor must be considered as a priority when formulating education policy 
and reform.  
Achievement through the Lens of Teaching Practice and Instruction 
Michelle Rhee in her memoir, Radical: Fighting to Put Children First (Rhee, 2014).  
wrote about her experience in the New York school system as a Teach for America elementary 
school teacher.  After her first year, she concluded, “Low academic achievement levels weren’t 
about their potential or their ability or anything else.  It had to do with what I was doing as a 
teacher, what we were doing as a school, and the expectations we set for them. That’s what it 
was all about” (Rhee, 2014). 
Rhee and many others envision the adoption and implementation of Common Core 
Standards in our public schools, as the vehicle to effect positive change. Common Core will 
improve student learning and accountability so that effective teaching practices can be reviewed 
and analyzed” (National Governors Association for Best Practices, Council of State School 
Officers, 2010).  Rhee also claims the implementation of these standards as necessary for 
increasing the learning ability of poor students.  She believes that schools must attract the most 
talented teachers and administrators and get rid of those who are not linked to set improvement 
levels.  Many of these education experts while admitting poverty is an obstacle, claim, by 
implementing effective teaching practices at school, many impoverished students will increase 
their learning efficiency and eventually lift themselves from poverty. 
 
 
15 
 
Achievement through the Lens of Equality of Opportunity 
 As of late, several vocal critics of this Common Core idea profess the opposite 
approach.  They claim that poverty must first be effectively dealt with and conquered before any 
long-term academic improvement is realized.  They cite studies done in countries such as 
Sweden, Finland, and Canada which have demonstrated that the student achievement gap has 
been greatly narrowed by a willingness to protect children and families (Ravitch, 2013). 
While the Common Core Initiative is considered by reformists as paramount for future student 
success, it isn’t clear if the issue of eradicating poverty is to be solved simply by helping students 
raise their test scores through this type of teaching instruction. 
These new voices are chiming into the debate begging for a change in the conversation. 
Diane Ravitch, an education researcher and author of many books on school reform, recently 
wrote  ‘The Death and Life of the Great American School System; How Testing and Choice 
Undermine Education” (Ravitch, 2010). In a review of the book in Governing Magazine, The 
Fight Over School Reform (Buntin, 2014),  Ravitch claims that teacher performance is a 
distraction from the real issues affecting education today.  Constructive discussion about income 
and student socio-economic status are being lost in standardized test scores and by how well we 
are teaching students in the classroom.  Teacher effectiveness is a much easier topic to measure 
and discuss than poverty.   
Ms. Ravitch served President George H.W. Bush in the Department of Education.  She 
advocated standards and school choice and spent many years as an education researcher on the 
topics of school performance and education reform.  By the mid-2000’s she seemed to lose faith 
in the school reforms she had previously supported (Ravitch, 2010). 
  Since then, Ravitch has become a vocal critic.  Her current book, “Reign of Error; The 
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Hoax of the Privatization Movement and the Danger to America’s Public Schools” (Ravitch, 
2013) offers a condemnation of current reform initiatives. She says, “Public education is not 
broken.  It is not failing or declining.  The diagnosis is wrong, and the solutions of the corporate 
reformer are wrong” (Ravitch, 2013). At the center of her beliefs is that the problem is contained 
in poor urban schools suffering from double segregation – concentrated poverty and racism.  
Summary 
In his book, Teaching With Poverty in Mind,  Eric Jensen defines poverty as a “chronic 
and debilitating condition that results from multiple adverse synergistic risk factors and affects 
the mind, body and soul” (Jensen, 2009).  Poverty is a much more complex hurdle to  
overcome than many current “experts” either realize or seem to admit.  Families, throughout 
their lives, may often experience poverty in different ways or degrees. Impoverished conditions 
placed on individuals, complex risk factors that can elicit “emotional and social challenges, acute 
and chronic stressors, and health and safety lags” (Jensen, 2009). In other words, it affects 
student well-being and achievement.   
 While life conditions outside of the school are the major determinant of a student’s path 
to success the effectiveness of programs and initiatives in schools can have a great impact as 
well.  Evidence suggests that although a child may be born into and experience situational or 
even chronic poverty, there are other factors that may positively affect a student’s academic 
success. Some education researchers, including Jensen agree that a child can be retrained to 
overcome the effects of poverty.   “A child’s cognitive capacity is not fixed but improvable”  
(Jensen, 2009). 
Jensen believes that inferior provisions both at home and school place poor children at 
risk for low academic performance and failure to complete school (Jensen, 2009). He provides 
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specific evidence from several studies that an individual’s brain has capacity to physically 
change positively or negatively depending on that person’s life experiences (Jensen, 2009). 
This literature review examined student achievement and the benefits and potential 
barriers of current reform directions.  It examined the national test results as reported in the 
Nations Report Card based on achievement gaps defined by the U.S. Department of Education in 
the 1970’s – i.e. male versus female;  black vs white; and Hispanic versus white.  Based on 
recent reports, those achievement gaps are narrowing and could be viewed as overall success in 
improving student achievement. However, some scholars argue that the success reported is 
ignoring the growing evidence of the emerging achievement gap of rich versus poor. In 
examining current education reform ideologies and practices, there is a distinct difference in how 
to narrow this emerging gap.  It can be boiled down to the question of which should be addressed 
first – alleviating poverty or reforming education.  
Chapter Three will address how elementary teachers would answer that question. As 
opportunities for reform such as Common Core and Race to the Top are implemented on the 
state and local level, we as a community and nation have another chance to address the real 
issues defining student achievement. 
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Chapter Three 
Methodology 
 
 As the debate on education reform is played out on the national stage, the work of closing 
achievement gaps is accomplished in each local school district: classroom by classroom; teacher 
by teacher; and by each individual student.  Ultimately, achievement is personal as in ‘person by 
person.’  This study explored the factors viewed by local elementary school classroom teachers 
as contributing to increasing student achievement.   
 This chapter will describe the setting and the participants studied; the development of the 
survey tool used in the study; and finally the process used to gather and analyze the data. The 
purpose of the research was to identify which ‘reform’ initiatives are viewed as most significant 
by administering a survey to local elementary teachers. 
Setting  
 This study was conducted in a larger school district in Northern Minnesota.  The district 
currently has nine public elementary schools ranging in enrollment from a low of 273 students to 
the largest school having 547 students.  The district’s elementary student population is 81% 
white; 12% have special education needs; and 51% of overall students are eligible for free and 
reduced lunch – a district measure of low income and poverty status.  When one looks at the 
statistics by school however, there is a wide variance in the socio-economic factors between 
schools.  As an example, district data highlights this disparity as shown by 84% of students at 
one school receiving free and reduced lunch while 25% of students at another receive free and 
reduced lunch. Special education students by school represent 6% at the low end of the scale 
with 21% of a school’s students requiring special education services at the high end.  In terms of 
diversity, the least diverse school is 98% white and the most diverse school has a minority of 
white students at 48% of total enrollment (Minnesota Department of Education, 2014). 
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Participants 
The school district examined in the study has approximately 210 elementary teachers in 
the district averaging 21 years of experience.  Women comprise 90% of the total teaching staff, 
with only 20 male teachers in all elementary schools combined.  The group not only has 
extensive longevity in the classroom, but is well educated with 83% holding Master’s Degrees 
(Minnesota Department of Education, 2014).  
Survey Design 
The sampling design was a single-stage procedure using lists identifying teaching staff by 
name.  The study also stratified the population by school before sending out the survey.  This 
was to address the potential variance of opinions based on the specific socio-economic factors of 
schools within the district.   The survey was created and administered using Google Forms via 
email to all regular education classroom teachers in the district’s nine elementary schools at the 
end of the 2013-2014 school year.  Participants completed the survey voluntarily and remained 
anonymous. 
 
The study was designed using the following elements of a quantitative survey format: 
 Structured electronic survey 
 Utilized Likert interval response scale 
 Provided a single option variable for each question 
The survey laid out sixteen statements reflecting factors that are considered as potential 
influences on student achievement. The survey goal was to present choices that were not skewed 
towards any particular reform philosophy.  However, many of the factors included have been 
discussed in previous chapters of this research paper. Participants were asked to respond to the 
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factors by ranking each on a five point Likert scale with (1) as “Not influential” to (5) as “Very 
Influential.”  The survey included the following factors: 
1. Teacher evaluations based on student improvement 
2. Effective process to diagnose and address special education concerns 
3. Clear and concise lesson design to promote effective instruction 
4. “All hands on deck” approach to instruction 
5. Defined process to deal with student behavior problems 
6. Constructivist teaching methods 
7. Data driven curriculum 
8. Continuous improvement through common core standards 
9. Breakfast available to all students every day 
10. Homework support 
11. Ideal class size 
12. Access to summer school and other remedial programs 
13. Home life concerns 
14. Equalized funding across all schools in school district 
15. Ability to read and perform at expected grade level on day one 
16. Parental involvement in the school 
 
This list was created using elements of the two achievement ideologies explored in 
Chapter Two – “achievement through the lens of teaching practice and instruction” represented 
by factors one through eight above; and “achievement through the lens of equality of 
opportunity” represented by nine through sixteen.  I asked a trusted colleague to review the list in 
the context described for any feedback or revision suggestions. My objective in creating the list 
was to use those factors described using the language of our school district.  For example, while 
non-district personnel may not know what “all hands on deck” means in this context, it is a term 
easily understood and currently utilized to describe an active approach by all teachers to meet the 
needs of our students. 
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 When the participant completed the quantitative segment of the survey, they were given 
the opportunity to make written comments. This portion of the study provided qualitative 
feedback in an open-ended format with the intention of collecting further insight from the 
participants.  
Data Gathering and Analysis 
 Before releasing the final survey questions, I again sought the input of several colleagues 
for assistance regarding clarity and effectiveness of the wording.  My concern was masking any 
personal bias.  It was suggested that the factors be randomized each time the survey was initiated 
by a participant to offset any potential leading.  This was accomplished using Google Forms.  
Once the teachers were identified at each building site, the survey was distributed 
electronically.  Participants were given the chance to complete the survey voluntarily and asked 
to return it within a period of one week.  To increase the likelihood of participation for a valid 
sample, surveys were sent to all teachers in each elementary school with the expectation that 
one-fourth of them would follow through and complete the survey for a 25% total sample rate. 
While I did encounter a complication with my district email switching to Google during the 
response time, I did acquire a valid sample. 
 Analysis of the data consisted of quantifying the scaled responses and ranking each factor 
from least influential to most influential.  The data were compared to the socio-economic data of 
each school to determine how the presence and degree of poverty affects a teacher’s point of 
view.  A correlation between a teacher’s tenure and the school site in which they spent their 
career was also tested. 
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Chapter Four 
 
Results 
 
The purpose of this study was to determine how local elementary classroom teachers 
view factors influencing student achievement.  The survey and subsequent analysis attempted to 
determine if overall, teachers felt the most influential elements were those associated with 
teaching practice and instruction, or conversely, equality of opportunity.  Also, as part of the 
analysis, teaching assignment and tenure were examined to determine to what extent those 
variables affect how a teacher feels.  Chapter Four will briefly describe the survey and how it 
was administered; outline the results; and discuss how these findings may inform action going 
forward. 
 A quantitative survey was sent to all elementary classroom teachers in the examined 
district in the spring of 2014.  Of a potential 210 respondents, 65 completed and turned in the 
survey for a 31% response rate.  Participation was broad, with teachers from all nine elementary 
schools represented.  There was also a large range of teacher experience with 10 respondents 
having 30-plus years teaching experience and 14 with 10 years or less on the other side of the 
spectrum. The remaining 41 were in the 10 to 30 years of teaching range. 
 The survey itself consisted of 16 factors identified as potential influences on student 
achievement.  Participants were asked to respond to each factor using a five-point scale with 
“Not influential” as a (1) up to “Very influential” as a (5).  Each participant was asked to 
complete their scoring of each factor, indicate how many years they have been teaching in the 
school district; what school has been their assignment for the majority of their career; and what is 
their current school assignment.  
 The data were summarized by overall ranking; by years of teaching; and by school site.  
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In addition, the ranking of each factor was summarized using the two broad categories of 
‘teaching practice and instruction’ or ‘equality of opportunity.’  
The survey results as shown in Table 3.1 below indicate teachers across all schools and 
levels of teaching experience strike a balance between the influence of equality of opportunity 
and teaching practice and methodology with a consistent edge given to equality of opportunity. 
Table 3.1 displays the total score of each of the eight factors in both categories of influence.  The 
most tenured teachers with 30 plus years of experience showed the most favor to equality of 
opportunity; the least experienced teachers – those with less than 10 years, scored the factors as 
most balanced.  The data show that there is no significant difference of emphasis between 
teachers from economically advantaged schools versus disadvantaged schools. 
 
Table 3.1 – Teaching Practice & Instruction versus Equality of Opportunity: by Teacher Tenure 
& Selected Schools    
36.3 
36.9 
35.5 
34.8 
34.6 
34.8 
34.9 
32.6 
31.6 
34.0 
32.2 
31.1 
26.2 
31.3 
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%
Disadvantaged
School
Advantaged School
Under 10 years
10+ to 20 years
20+ to 30 years
30+ years
Overall Survey
Equality of Opportunity Teaching Practice & Instruction
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Tables 3.2 through 3.5 summarize the average ranking of respondents by years of 
teaching experience.  Tables 3.6 summarizes average ranking by teachers assigned to an 
economically advantaged school; Table 3.7 results are from a disadvantaged school.  Finally, 
Table 3.8 displays the overall average ranking from all survey participants.  When the data are 
looked at using the specific scores assigned to each of the individual influencing factors, patterns 
emerged.   
 The highest scored factors as most influential to student achievement were ‘ideal class 
size’ and ‘defined process to deal with student behaviors’ across all examined groups.  The 
lowest scored factors or least influential, were once again consistent across all groups.  These 
factors were ‘continuous improvement through common core standards’ and least influential 
across the board was ‘teacher evaluation based on student improvement.’  
 
Table 3.2 – Influential Factors on Improving Student Achievement: Teachers w/30+ Years 
 
5.0 Ideal class size
4.8 Defined process to deal with student behavior problems
4.7 Breakfast available to all students every day
4.7 “All hands on deck” approach to instruction
4.7 Home life concerns
4.5 Homework support
4.5 Effective process to diagnose and address special education concerns
4.4 Access to summer school and other remedial programs
3.9 Ability to read and perform at expected grade level on day one
3.9 Equalized funding across all schools in school district
3.8 Clear and concise lesson design to promote effective instruction
3.7 Parental involvement in the school
2.7 Constructivist teaching methods
2.4 Data driven curriculum
1.8 Continuous improvement through common core standards
1.5 Teacher evaluations based on student improvement
Scale of (1) Not Influential to (5)  Very Influential
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Table 3.3 – Influential Factors on Improving Student Achievement: Teachers w/20+ to 30 Years 
 
 
Table 3.4 – Influential Factors on Improving Student Achievement: Teachers w/10+ to 20 Years 
  
4.9 Defined process to deal with student behavior problems
4.8 Ideal class size
4.8 Breakfast available to all students every day
4.7 Effective process to diagnose and address special education concerns
4.7 Home life concerns
4.6 Homework support
4.6 “All hands on deck” approach to instruction
4.5 Clear and concise lesson design to promote effective instruction
4.4 Access to summer school and other remedial programs
3.8 Parental involvement in the school
3.8 Equalized funding across all schools in school district
3.7 Constructivist teaching methods
3.5 Ability to read and perform at expected grade level on day one
3.5 Data driven curriculum
2.9 Continuous improvement through common core standards
2.4 Teacher evaluations based on student improvement
Scale of (1) Not Influential to (5)  Very Influential
4.9 Ideal class size
4.9 Defined process to deal with student behavior problems
4.8 Home life concerns
4.7 Breakfast available to all students every day
4.6 Homework support
4.5 Clear and concise lesson design to promote effective instruction
4.5 Effective process to diagnose and address special education concerns
4.5 “All hands on deck” approach to instruction
4.4 Access to summer school and other remedial programs
4.3 Parental involvement in the school
3.9 Constructivist teaching methods
3.8 Data driven curriculum
3.6 Ability to read and perform at expected grade level on day one
3.5 Equalized funding across all schools in school district
3.4 Continuous improvement through common core standards
2.6 Teacher evaluations based on student improvement
Scale of (1) Not Influential to (5)  Very Influential
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Table 3.5– Influential Factors on Improving Student Achievement: Teachers w/under 10 Years 
 
 
Table 3.6– Influential Factors on Achievement: Socio-Economic Advantaged School 
 
4.857 Ideal Class Size
4.857 Breakfast available to all students every day
4.857 Defined process to deal with student behavior problems
4.643 Homework support
4.643 Effective process to diagnose and address special education concerns
4.643 “All hands on deck” approach to instruction
4.643 Home life concerns
4.429 Clear and concise lesson design to promote effective instruction
4.429 Access to summer school and other remedial programs
4.214 Constructivist teaching methods
4.214 Parental involvement in the school
4.214 Equalized funding across all schools in school district
4.143 Data driven curriculum
3.643 Ability to read and perform at expected grade level on day one
3.643 Continuous improvement through common core standards
3.429 Teacher evaluations based on student improvement
Scale of (1) Not Influential to (5)  Very Influential
5.00 Ideal Class Size
5.00 Defined process to deal with student behavior problems
5.00 Access to summer school and other remedial programs
4.88 Home life concerns
4.75 Homework support
4.75 “All hands on deck” approach to instruction
4.63 Breakfast available to all students every day
4.63 Effective process to diagnose and address special education concerns
4.50 Clear and concise lesson design to promote effective instruction
4.38 Parental involvement in the school
4.25 Equalized funding across all schools in school district
4.00 Ability to read and perform at expected grade level on day one
3.75 Continuous improvement through common core standards
3.25 Data driven curriculum
3.13 Constructivist teaching methods
2.63 Teacher evaluations based on student improvement
Scale of (1) Not Influential to (5)  Very Influential
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Table 3.7– Influential Factors on Achievement: Socio-Economic Disadvantaged School 
 
Table 3.8 – Influential Factors on Improving Student Achievement: Overall Results
 
 
5.0 Ideal Class Size
5.0 Defined process to deal with student behavior problems
5.0 Home life concerns
5.0 Breakfast available to all students every day
5.0 “All hands on deck” approach to instruction
4.9 Homework support
4.9 Access to summer school and other remedial programs
4.9 Effective process to diagnose and address special education concerns
4.7 Clear and concise lesson design to promote effective instruction
4.4 Equalized funding across all schools in school district
4.3 Parental involvement in the school
4.1 Constructivist teaching methods
3.7 Data driven curriculum
3.3 Continuous improvement through common core standards
2.9 Ability to read and perform at expected grade level on day one
1.9 Teacher evaluations based on student improvement
Scale of (1) Not Influential to (5)  Very Influential
4.9 Ideal class size
4.9 Defined process to deal with student behavior problems
4.8 Breakfast available to all students every day
4.7 Home life concerns
4.6 Homework support
4.6 Effective process to diagnose and address special education concerns
4.6 “All hands on deck” approach to instruction
4.4 Access to summer school and other remedial programs
4.4 Clear and concise lesson design to promote effective instruction
4.0 Parental involvement in the school
3.8 Equalized funding across all schools in school district
3.7 Constructivist teaching methods
3.6 Ability to read and perform at expected grade level on day one
3.5 Data driven curriculum
3.0 Continuous improvement through common core standards
2.6 Teacher evaluations based on student improvement
Scale of (1) Not Influential to (5)  Very Influential
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Discussion 
What then does the data reveal about what regular education elementary classroom 
teachers feel are the influential factors affecting student achievement? How do the results 
compare to the two ideologies outlined in Chapter Two of this paper?  Is the way to reform based 
on implementing standards such as Common Core, weaning out teachers based on student 
performance, and using data to drive curriculum?  Based on rankings alone, it was found 
surveyed teachers reject many of the current education reform efforts assigning scores as the 
least influential of the 16 factors reviewed.  
But teachers did not reject teaching practice and instruction factors out of hand.  In fact, 
the data showed high marks for items such as dealing with problem behavior; diagnosing special 
education concerns; clear lesson design; and ‘all hand on deck’ instruction.  A balance emerged 
among all groups between the two categories of influence. 
Upon further reflection however, the survey revealed something more telling.  The 
factors that scored high were those that were tangible and real – class size; how to deal with 
problem behavior; breakfast; home life concerns; homework support. These are the day to day 
concerns that regular education classroom teachers feel are the most influential to improving 
student achievement.  Marked as the least influential by participants, teacher performance has 
been described as a ‘distraction’ from the real issues affecting education today. (Buntin, 2014).  
The findings support what Diane Ravitch proposes when she wrote, “Public education is not 
broken.  It is not failing or declining.  The diagnosis is wrong, and the solutions of the corporate 
reformer are wrong” (Ravitch, 2013).  Closing achievement gaps will not come about with 
singular attention to top-down programs but rather through giving regular education classroom 
teachers the resources needed to meet children face to face daily prepared to teach.  
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Chapter Five 
Summary and Conclusions 
This research paper examined student achievement, and the benefits and potential barriers 
of current reform directions.  National test results were examined as reported in the Nations 
Report Card based on achievement gaps defined by the U.S. Department of Education in the 
1970’s – i.e. male versus female;  black vs white; and Hispanic versus white (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2013). Those achievement gaps are narrowing and could be viewed as overall success 
in improving student achievement. However, the growing evidence shows an emerging 
achievement gap of affluent versus poor. Given that current reform ideology has influenced the 
results reported, is it wise to continue on that path when we are failing a large and growing sector 
of our students – the poor? 
Significant Findings and Educational Implications 
This study examined education reform activities within a larger school district in 
Northern Minnesota by surveying elementary classroom teachers on what they believe are those 
factors influencing student achievement.  The survey found that overall, all teachers reported 
‘ideal class size’ and ‘process to deal with student behavior’ as first and second most influential.  
Least influential were ‘continuous improvement through common core’ and ‘teacher evaluations 
based on student improvement.’  The common thread or theme was tangible, real factors were 
viewed as much more influential than theory or programmatic factors. This can be viewed as 
both bad news and good news.   
First the bad news – the school district resources, indeed state and nation-wide resources 
and attention are focused on programmatic, data driven factors.  Factors that are favored by 
school district administration through the allocation of resources, do not match up with what 
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regular education classroom teachers believe to be the most influential factors. Constructive 
discussion about the growing gap based on student socio-economic status is being lost in 
standardized test scores and by how well teachers are meeting identified criteria for evaluation 
purposes. Teacher effectiveness is a much easier topic to measure and discuss than poverty 
(Buntin, 2014).  
The good news is that teachers believe in themselves – as evidenced by ideal classroom 
size as most influential (overall score of 4.9). High marks for processes to address behavior and 
special education concerns (4.9 and 4.6 respectively) speak to the importance of identifying and 
addressing barriers to learning and reaching every student’s potential.  And finally high scores 
for breakfast, home life concerns and homework support (4.8, 4.7, and 4.6 respectively) 
acknowledge that not all factors influencing student achievement are teacher or even school 
driven.  
Summary 
So what does this mean in terms of addressing poverty based achievement gap? 
Acknowledging poverty is a very complex condition that can be the major determinant of student 
success, teachers and schools can have a great impact as well.  Some education researchers agree 
that a child can be retrained to overcome the effects of poverty.   “A child’s cognitive capacity is 
not fixed but improvable” (Jensen, 2009). The trick is to collectively agree on what factors will 
provide the greatest chance for success and then prioritize resources accordingly.  
There has been much news featured lately that emphasizes the call to declare another war 
on poverty in America.  I believe most would agree the battlefield for this war goes well beyond 
the classroom extending into every level of government, institution, organization and 
community.  The solution is outside of the reach of the school system.  That being said, the 
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effects of poverty are felt everyday by one in four children in America and classroom teachers 
who are responsible for their education. My greatest hope is that when decisions are being made 
that impact the balance of time spent on addressing the daily needs of students versus 
implementing new programs, data sets, initiatives, evaluation criteria and on and on, students are 
at least considered.  It is not about theory and data.  It’s about connections, problem solving, 
relationships, daily attention to basic needs and ultimately the student as a person. 
While test scores in the district are on the rise, poverty and its effects are still evident in 
the community.  When will improved test scores indicate student success in life?  The process 
has begun, but now it’s time to build on accomplishments and work hard to continue this positive 
momentum with a strong belief that efficient student learning will be a way out of poverty for 
our students. 
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